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     A new rule took effect in August requiring many Post-9/11 GI Bill users to verify 
their school attendance with the United States Department of Veterans Affairs each 
month before receiving any payments. Starting this December, that requirement will 
be expanded to all Post-9/11 GI Bill recipients. 
     Users of all other GI Bill programs, such as the Montgomery GI Bill, have long  
been required to verify their school attendance each month. And if they didn’t verify 
their attendance, they don't get any money! 
     Beginning immediately, GI Bill users who are attending a technical school, also 
known as a "non-college degree," must verify their school attendance with the VA 
each month in order to receive their monthly housing allowance. 
     For most students, this will be done via text message. 
     After enrolling in courses, students will receive a text message from the 
VA inviting them to enroll in text message verification. They can reply "Yes" to opt 
in. 
     At the end of each month, students will receive a text from the VA asking wheth-
er they are still enrolled in classes. If they respond affirmatively, their monthly hous-
ing allowance will be sent to their bank at the beginning of the following month. 
     Those who fail to verify their attendance with the VA for two months in a row will 
have their housing allowance payments withheld until they do so. 
     If students don't receive the text message, don't opt into the service or don't 
have a mobile phone, they will be required to contact the VA by calling the GI Bill 
hotline at 888-442-4551 to receive payment. 
     Currently, this change applies only to technical school stu-
dents; however, the VA is planning to roll out the verification 
process to all Post-9/11 GI Bill students by Dec. 17. All affected 
students should be notified by the VA before this requirement 
begins. 
     As always, if you have any questions regarding this change or 
any education benefits, please reach out to Shane Olivier at 605-
773-3648 or email him at shane.olivier@state.sd.us.    
(Information for this articles was provided by Military.com). 

https://blogs.va.gov/VAntage/94365/va-launches-enrollment-verification-requirement-protect-gi-bill-students/
mailto:shane.olivier@state.sd.us
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Mental health support 

available in south dakota 
     As Mental Illness Awareness Week kicks off, the South Dakota Department of Social Services (DSS) wants 
South Dakotans to know there is help available for those dealing with mental health challenges.   
     “Mental health is vital to our overall health and well-being,” said DSS Cabinet Secretary Laurie Gill. 
“Mental illness is treatable, and South Dakota has resources and support available for those who need it.” 
     According to the National Alliance on Mental Illness, one in five adults in the United States experiences 
mental illness each year. Diagnosing mental illness can be difficult, but there are signs to watch for: 
• Feeling very sad or withdrawn for more than two weeks. 
• Trying to harm or end one’s life or making plans to do so. 
• Sudden overwhelming fear for no reason. 
• Significant weight loss or gain. 
• Seeing, hearing or believing things that aren’t real. 
• Excessive use of alcohol or drugs. 
• Drastic changes in mood, behavior, personality, or sleeping habits. 
• Extreme difficulty concentrating or staying still. 
• Intense worries or fears that get in the way of daily activities. 
     If you or someone you know is experiencing any of these symptoms, it is important to talk to a health care 
professional, mental health provider, or crisis helpline. Crisis counseling services in South Dakota are availa-
ble 24 hours per day, 7 days a week. 
Services are available to anyone and all 
calls are completely confidential by dial-
ing 1-800-273-8255 or text CONNECT to 
741741. Additional resources are also 
available by visiting 605Strong.com or 
calling 211.  
     DSS contracts with 11 accredited 
community mental health centers 
across the state to provide services to 
both adults and youth. Services provid-
ed include screenings and assessments, 
specialized outpatient services, individ-
ual therapy, group therapy, and crisis 
intervention. Funding assistance may be 
available. To find a service provider in 
your area, please visit dss.sd.gov/behavioralhealth/agencycounty. 
     Congress officially established the first full week of October as Mental Illness Awareness Week in 1990.  

https://www.605strong.com/
https://dss.sd.gov/behavioralhealth/agencycounty.aspx?
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Veterans legacy memorial 

expands to include va-

grant funded cemeteries 

     The United States Department of Veterans Affairs expanded the Veterans Legacy Memorial site this 
month to include individual pages for nearly 500,000 Veterans interred in 93 state, territorial and tribal Vet-
erans cemeteries. 
     These pages join the nearly four million 
VLM pages already on the site memorializing 
veterans interred in the VA’s 155 national 
cemeteries. 
     VLM offers family and friends a way to 
share lasting memories of a veteran by up-
loading written tributes, photos, biographies, 
documents, and other information to veter-
ans’ pages. 
     “VLM offers families a meaningful way to 
pay tribute to our veterans,” said Under Secretary for Memorial Affairs Matthew Quinn. “Because of the ex-
pansion of VLM to VA grant-funded State, Territorial and Tribal Veterans cemeteries, many families — includ-
ing my own — will have the opportunity to memorialize their veterans online.”  
     The 93 cemeteries which will have their veterans added to VLM are all recipients of VA grants through 
the National Cemetery Administration’s Veterans Cemetery Grants Program. These cemeteries also use the 
same software program NCA uses to schedule and record interments in VA national cemeteries, which pro-
vides the foundation for each veteran’s page in VLM.  
     "Memorializing our nation's veterans and providing their families with a way to honor and remember their 
service is important to every state and territory,” said National Association of State Directors of Veterans 
Affairs president Thomas Palladino. “NASDVA is excited to see the National Cemetery Administration's sus-
tained efforts to grow VLM and tell the stories of the men and women who served, and our members will 
continue to utilize and promote it in our state and tribal territories." 
     More than 22,000 submissions have been made to veteran’s profile pages in VLM since the site launched 
in 2019. All content submitted to VLM is reviewed by NCA moderators before being posted to a veteran’s 
page to ensure it conforms to the VLM User Policy.  
     For more information contact NCA’s Chief of Digital Services at James.LaPaglia@va.gov. 

https://www.vlm.cem.va.gov/
https://www.cem.va.gov/
https://www.cem.va.gov/grants/index.asp
https://www.vlm.cem.va.gov/userpolicy/
mailto:James.LaPaglia@va.gov


    The United States Department of Veterans Affairs will resume over-payment notifications for new benefit 
debts and the debts deferred from April 6, 2020, through Sept. 30, 2021, due to the COVID pandemic. 
     The VA suspended debt collection April 6, 2020, and will restart debt collection Oct. 1, 2021, however, the 
VA will not deduct debts from benefits payments until January 2022. 
     Collections on medical co-payments created prior to April 6, 2020, and on new medical co-payments will 
also resume Oct. 1, 2021. 
     Debt notification letters sent to affected veterans and beneficiaries will include options to request debt 
relief for those who continue to need financial relief from the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
     The VA will continue to provide relief options such as extending repayment plans, waivers, and temporary 
hardship suspensions during these challenging times. It has been and will remain a priority of the Depart-
ment to work individually with each veteran. 
     Veterans and beneficiaries with questions or requiring assistance on debt management can access the fol-
lowing resources: 
• For benefit debt information, review frequently asked questions, submit requests online or call 1-800-

827-0648. 
• For medical care and pharmacy services copayment debt, contact the Health Resource Center at 1-866-

400-1238. 
• Frequently asked questions can be viewed by clicking here FAQ. 
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Va resumes overpayment 

notifications, medical 

copayment collections 

Pickett joins VSO network 
    Harding County has named Jim Pickett as their new county veterans service officer.   Pickett will work 
Wednesdays from 8:00 am—4:00 pm (MT). 
    Jim can be reached at 605-210-2002 or emailed at: hcvso@sdplains.com. 
    Please join SDDVA in welcoming Jim to our veteran network.     

https://iris.custhelp.va.gov/app/ask/
https://www.va.gov/manage-va-debt/
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     Lincoln County and the commu-
nities of Lennox, Canton and Harris-
burg join the ranks of a Purple 
Heart County and Purple Heart 
Cities.  
     If your community or county is 
interested in becoming a Purple 
Heart city, county, or community, 
please contact Ken Teunissen with 
the Military Order of the Purple 
Heart.    

Lincoln becomes purple 

heart county 

     Chona Lendy Cutler was selected as the September 2021 “Employee of the Month” at the Michael J. Fitz-
maurice State Veterans Home in Hot Springs.   Cutler works in the nursing department and has been with the 
Home for five years.     
     “This is a new program for the Home,” said Superintendent Brad Richardson.   “We believe it will provide 
better employee engagement and will enhance the cam-
pus culture, productivity, and retention.” 
     Cutler was presented a certificate of recognition, a gift 
card, and will have a reserved parking space for the next 
month. 
     Chona always goes the extra mile for our residents and 
teammates,” said Jeff Tarrell, Cutler’s supervisor.  “I can 
always count on her to do her best while working with 
our team.” 
 
 

Cutler named mjfsvh 

employee of the month 
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     The Social Security Administration announces that they have redesigned the Social Security Statements.   
The new statement is designed to make it easier for people to fund the information they need to plan their 
financial future.     
     A new bar chart feature displays the person’s estimated retirement benefits for up to nine retirement start 
dates.   Also new are text boxes that emphasize key facts people need for financial planning.   
     To learn more about the new statement visit My Social Security at: Get Your Social Security Statement | my 

Social Security | SSA. 

Social security revamps 

statements 

https://www.ssa.gov/myaccount/statement.html
https://www.ssa.gov/myaccount/statement.html
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     Col. Phillip Stiles, of Rapid City, took command of the South Dakota 
Army National Guard’s 196th Maneuver Enhancement Brigade during a 
change of command ceremony in Sioux Falls, Oct. 2. 
     Stiles assumed command from Col. David Dailey, of Sturgis, who 
served in the position since March 2019. As commander, Stiles is respon-
sible for the command and control of three battalions, which are com-
prised of 12 units totaling more than 1,600 soldiers in 15 communities 
throughout South Dakota. The 196th assists assigned units in meeting 
training, administrative, and logistical requirements to maintain the 
units’ readiness in support of state and federal missions. 
     “I appreciate everyone’s efforts, stepping up to the plate, and I could 
not have asked for a better group soldiers to lead,” said Dailey. “I cannot 
wait to see what this unit accomplishes in the future.” 
     “I want to thank Col. Dailey and all the other staff officers for setting 
me up for success in this command,” said Stiles. “I will work as hard as I 
possibly can to make this unit successful.” 
     Stiles joined the U.S. Army in 1986 as tank crewman and subsequent-
ly served in the Arkansas and Nebraska National Guard prior to joining 
the South Dakota National Guard in 1993. He received his commission 
from the University of South Dakota. Col. Stiles education includes a Bachelor of Science of Science in Biolo-

gy, and a Juris Doctorate from the Uni-
versity of South Dakota in Vermillion, 
SD. 
     Stiles is a licensed attorney in South 
Dakota and is the managing partner of 
Costello Porter Law Firm in Rapid City. 
Stiles is married to his wife, Jennifer, 
and they have two children, Ryan and 
Kayli. 

Stiles assumes command of 

196th meb 
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     Col. Steve Siemonsma, of Rapid City, took command of the South Da-
kota Army National Guard’s 109th Regional Support Group during a 
change of command ceremony at Camp Rapid, Oct. 2. 
     Siemonsma assumed command from Col. Jeffrey Norris, of Rapid City, 
who served in the position since April 2019. The 109th RSG provides com-
mand and control for two battalions, which are comprised of 16 units to-
taling more than 1,200 soldiers in nine communities throughout South 
Dakota. The 109th RSG assists assigned units in meeting training, admin-
istrative, and logistical requirements to maintain the units’ readiness in 
support of state and federal missions. 
     “I am humbled, honored, and excited to be leading the 109th RSG as 
the next commander,” Siemonsma said. “I couldn’t think of a better com-
mand to take in this stage of my career.”  
     “It’s been an honor to serve in such an outstanding unit as the 109th 
RSG,” Norris said. “I wish you all the best!” 
     Siemonsma began his military career in December 1995, enlisting into 
the 1-147th Field Artillery Battalion in Sioux Falls. He attended the Officer Candidate School at Fort Meade, 
gaining his commission in September 1998. During his staff time, he held positions in Joint Force Headquar-
ters, 1st and 2nd Battalions of the 147th FA, and the Recruiting and Retention Battalion.  
     Siemonsma served as the battery commander for Bravo Battery, 2-147th FA, and served as the battalion 

commander for both the Recruiting and Retention Battal-
ion and the 1-147th FA Battalion. Siemonsma has been 
full time for the guard for 20 years serving in the follow-
ing positions; officer strength manager, operations and 
training officer, legislative liaison, administrative officer 
for the 1-147th FA, deputy construction and facilities 
officer, the state training officer, and he is currently serv-
ing as the G4 director of logistics.  
     Siemonsma earned a Bachelor of Science in Sociology 
and minor in Criminal Justice from South Dakota State 
University in 1996. He earned a Master of Strategic Stud-
ies from the U.S. Army War College in 2021. Siemonsma 
has four children; Hanna, Holli, Holden, and Hadley. 

Siemonsma takes command 

of 109th regional support 

group 
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     The United States Department of Veterans Affairs appointed its first-ever Advisory Committee on Tribal 
and Indian Affairs Oct. 4. 
     The committee will provide advice and guidance to the VA Secretary on all matters relating to Indian 
tribes, tribal organizations, Native Hawaiian organizations and Native American Veterans. 
     American Indians, Native Hawaiians and Alaska Natives have a rich legacy of service in the U.S. Armed 
Forces and have served with distinction in every major conflict for more than 200 years. There are approxi-
mately 160,000 AI/NH/AN Veterans across the country. 
     “This committee gives tribal leaders as well as American Indian, Native Hawaiians and Alaska Native Veter-
ans a place at the table with the highest levels of leadership within the VA,” said Office of Tribal Government 
Relations Director Stephanie Birdwell. “It offers an unprecedented voice in how programs, policies and ser-
vices may be delivered and provided.” 
      Committee members are appointed to two- to three-year terms. The initial 15 members and areas of rep-
resentation are:  
• Adam Archuleta (Albuquerque Area) 
• Jack Austin, Jr. (Member at Large) 
• Jestin Dupree (Billings Area) 
• Manaja Hill (Great Plains Area) 
• Reyn Kaupiko (Native Hawaiian Organization)  
• Nickolaus Lewis (Portland Area) 
• Kevin Meeks (Oklahoma City Area) 
• Galyn Minkel (Bemidji Area) 
• Angela Pratt (Nashville Area) 
• Chief William Smith (Alaska Area)  
• Eugene "Geno" Talas (Phoenix Area) 
• Tewa "Ted" Tenorio (California Area) 
• Sonya M. Tetnowski (Urban Indian Health Organization) 
• Alfred "Fred" Urbina (Tucson Area) and  
• James Zwierlein (Navajo Area). 
      

Va advisory committee on 

tribal and Indian affairs 

appointees 

Manaja Hill 

Standing Rock Sioux Tribe 
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October 16, 2021—9:00 am—2:00 pm (CT) 
South Dakota Military Heritage Alliance 

1600 W. Russell Street—Sioux Falls, SD 57104 
Questions:  SDWOMENVETERANSALLIANCE@GMAIL.COM 
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Oct 8—Fallen Hero Bridge Dedication—CPT Elmer Rusch—SDSU DuPuy Military Hall (1150 Campanile Avenue)—
Brookings—11:00 am (CT) 
Oct 9— Midwest Honor Flight—Mission 8 
Oct 9—Midwest Honor Flight Welcome Home Ceremony—Sioux Falls Convention Center Arena—8:45 pm (CT)  
     Doors Open at 7:00 pm (CT) 
Oct 9—BHSU Hero Appreciation Game—Lyle Hare Stadium—Spearfish—1:00 pm (MT) 
Oct 11—State Offices Closed 
Oct 11—Fallen Hero Bridge Dedication—SGT William Christensen—American Legion Post 194 (221 W. Main  
     Street)—Parkston—1:00 pm (CT) 
Oct 16—Women Veterans Alliance Event—SD Military Heritage Alliance (1600 W. Russell Street)—Sioux Falls—
9:00 am—2:00 pm (CT) 
Oct 16—Gallantly Forward 2021 Gala—The Monument—Lacroix Hall—Rapid City—5:00 pm (MT) 
Oct 20—South Dakota Veterans Council Meeting—SD Military Heritage Alliance Building (1600 W. Russell)—  
     Sioux Falls—9:00 am (CT) 
Oct 23—Midwest Honor Flight Hangar Dance at the South Dakota Military Heritage Alliance (1600 W. Russell  
     Street)—Sioux Falls  
Oct 27—Veterans Stand Down—Old High School Gym (301 S. Van Buren)—Winner—10:00 am—2:00 pm (CT) 
Nov 11—State Offices Closed 
Nov 11—Fallen Hero Bridge Dedication—SSG Gregory Wagner—Hanson High School (600 Juniper Street)— 
     Alexandria—10:00 am (CT) 
Nov 13—Northern Hills Veterans Appreciation Fair—Sturgis Community Center (1401 Lazelle Street)—12:00—
3:00 pm (MT) 
Nov 25-26—State Offices Closed 
Dec 7—Governor’s Budget Address 
Dec 18—Wreaths Across America—South Dakota Veterans Cemetery—Sioux Falls—11:00 am (CT) 
Dec 24—State Offices Closed 
Dec 31—State Offices Closed 

2022 
Jan 10—POW/MIA Chair of Honor Dedication—State Capitol—2:00 pm (CT) 
Jan 11—Governor’s State of the State Address 
Jun 12—Midwest Honor Flight Annual Honor Ride 
Jul 18-23—National Veterans Golden Age Games—Sioux Falls 
 

 

 

Audry Ricketts, Public Information Officer 

South Dakota Department of the Military https://military.sd.gov/ 

South Dakota Department of Veterans Affairs https://vetaffairs.sd.gov 

Soldiers and Sailors Building  -  425 E Capitol Avenue 

Pierre, SD 57501 

Phone: 605-773-8242  

E-mail address: audry.ricketts@state.sd.us 
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https://military.sd.gov/
mailto:audry.ricketts@state.sd.us

